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Abstract
Large numbers of doctors, engineers, and other skilled workers from developing countries choose to move to 
other countries. Do their choices threaten development? The answer appears so obvious that their movement 
is most commonly known by the pejorative term “brain drain.” This paper reconsiders the question, starting 
from the most mainstream, explicit definitions of “development.” Under these definitions, it is only possible to 
advance development by regulating skilled workers’ choices if that regulation greatly expands the substantive 
freedoms of others to meet their basic needs and live the lives they wish. Much existing evidence and some 
new evidence suggests that regulating skilled-worker mobility itself does little to address the underlying causes 
of skilled migrants’ choices, generally brings few benefits to others, and often brings diverse unintended harm. 
The paper concludes with examples of effective ways that developing countries can build a skill base for 
development without regulating human movement. The mental shift required to take these policies seriously 
would be aided by dropping the sententious term “brain drain” in favor of the neutral, accurate, and concise 
term “skill flow.”
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     1990 2000 Change 
(multiple) 
    
Samoa  96.7%   Guyana 89.0% Equatorial Guinea 1.1% 13.0% 11.8
Tonga  96.2%   Grenada 85.1% Angola 4.6% 33.0% 7.2
Guyana  91.1%   Jamaica 85.1% São Tome & Príncipe 3.6% 22.0% 6.1
Palau  88.9%   St. Vincent & Gren. 84.5% Mongolia  0.2% 1.1% 4.7
Jamaica  85.1%   Haiti 83.6% Mauritania  2.8% 11.8% 4.2
Nauru  82.5%   Trinidad & Tobago 79.3% Albania  2.4% 9.0% 3.8
St. Vincent & Gren.  80.7%   St. Kitts and Nevis 78.5% Andorra  2.3% 6.9% 3.0
Gambia, The  80.4%   Samoa 76.4% Comoros  7.0% 21.2% 3.0
Haiti  78.6%   Tonga 75.2% Nepal 1.8% 5.3% 3.0
Saint Kitts and Nevis  77.8%   Saint Lucia 71.1% Swaziland  0.2% 0.5% 2.8
Trinidad and Tobago  77.8%   Cape Verde 67.5% Gabon 5.4% 14.6% 2.7
Grenada  77.7%   Antigua and Barbuda 66.8% Guinea‐Bissau  9.3% 24.4% 2.6
Tuvalu  74.6%   Belize 65.5% United Arab Emirates 0.4% 1.0% 2.6
Marshall Islands  70.9%   Dominica 64.2% Kuwait 2.8% 7.1% 2.5
Malta  68.8%   Barbados 63.5% Congo, Rep.  9.4% 22.2% 2.4
Dominica  68.6%   Gambia, The 63.3% Bangladesh  2.1% 4.3% 2.1
Kiribati  68.5%   Fiji 62.2% Côte d'Ivoire  2.9% 5.7% 2.0
Saint Lucia  67.7%   Bahamas, The 61.3% Somalia  17.4% 32.7% 1.9
Belize  67.3%   Malta 57.6% Pakistan  6.9% 12.6% 1.8
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Population (millions, log scale)
Countries USA states
Brazil states Philippines provinces
Kenya districts